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Cooperative Conservation Since 1940 

Fire is a natural part of our 

environment in Okanogan 

County. As we choose to live in 

areas where wildfires occur, we 

must adapt the way we design, 

build and live within these areas 

to prepare ourselves and our 

communities for wildfire. Your 

landscaping choices can increase 

or decrease the risk of losing a 

home to wildfire.  

 

Embers, also called firebrands, are 

the primary cause of home 

ignitions in wildfire events...even 

if the fire is not right next to the 

home. They present hazards 

because they can either directly 

ignite components of vulnerable 

structures or can ignite nearby 

vegetation and other combustibles 

which can subsequently ignite the 

structure via radiant heating or 

direct flame contact (Quarles, 

2012). Embers can travel over a 

mile from the fire, so even homes “in town” can be at risk if the area around 

the home has places where embers can land, smolder, and eventually ignite a 

structure.  

 

The home and its immediate surroundings, up to a 30-foot radius, is the 

“structure ignition zone”. Focus on this area first. Thirty feet is a crucial 

measurement: in research conducted by Jack Cohen of the USFS Fire Science 

Laboratory, wood walls that were 30’ or less from a forest fire ignited simply 

from radiant heat!  Reduce large sources of heat in this zone to reduce your 

risk, especially highly flammable plants like juniper.             Continued next page. 

Landscaping in Fire Country: 

Creating a Firewise Yard 

Embers can ignite homes even if the main fire is a 

mile away. Create a landscape that doesn’t provide 

embers with a place to smolder and ignite. 

This test home caught fire from embers that ignited 

mulch around the foundation and pine needles in 

the gutters. Visit disastersafety.org/wildfire to 

watch the video. 
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Landscaping in Fire Country 
Best Practices in the Structure Ignition Zone: 

Every home is unique. For a personalized Firewise 

plan for your home and yard, schedule a free risk 

assessment with the Okanogan Conservation 

District. We can provide you with a range of options 

to improve your wildfire resilience. 509-422-0855 or 

www.okanogancd.org/residents 

 A non-flammable perimeter  

Even a small fire-free zone can make a big difference. Use concrete, gravel, or 

pavers to create a perimeter 1’-5’ wide (at least as wide as the eaves). This 

area must be kept free of needles, cones, and other debris.  Keep wood chips 

or bark mulch at least 5’ away from the home or other structures.  

 Lean, clean, and green landscaping 

Choose low-flammability plants and accessories. Deciduous plants like 

serviceberry are generally fire resistant (although any plant will burn if it 

gets hot enough). Plants like juniper and arborvitae are highly flammable 

and should be kept out of the 30’ zone. Watch out for small things like moss 

planters which can dry out quickly. 

Mow, prune, and water regularly. Remove dead material before it 

accumulates. Prune limbs 10’ from ground (take no more than 50% 

of canopy at any one time). Don’t have enough water for a lawn? 

Just keep everything as low as possible and remove fuels like 

needles, cones, dead leaves, etc. 

 Keep big heat sources out of the 30’ zone 

No firewood, railroad ties or propane tanks. Large hedges of 

arborvitae, juniper, or other conifers could create enough radiant 

heat to ignite a wood-sided home if they ignite. 

 Wood fences that attach to the house are part of the house 

Wood fences and lattice can carry fire like wicks. Replace sections 

that are attached to the house with metal or other non-

flammable fencing materials. 

Even a 12” perimeter can make a 

difference. 

This conifer is highly flammable and creates 

a lot of debris every year. Its location under 

the eaves increases the risk of home ignition 

from embers. 

This is a great place for a firewood pile, but only 

in the winter. Keep wood away from the home. 
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Weeds After Fire 
Terri Williams, Conservation Planner 

Weeds love wide open spaces and lots of food, and that’s what 

they got after the large wildfires of 2014 and 2015. Problematic 

weeds such as cheatgrass, Canada thistle and mullein were pretty 

happy, but the real winners were Class B noxious weeds like 

Scotch thistle, leafy spurge and hoary alyssum. These plants are 

especially difficult to control.  

Staff of the Okanogan Conservation District and the Okanogan 

County Noxious Weed Control Board acted immediately after the 

fires, helping landowners identify weeds on their properties. 

Okanogan CD staff received funding from the State Conservation 

Commission in both 2014 and 2015 to help the Weed Board hire 

commercial pesticide applicators for the huge fire areas, do 

biocontrol insect releases, and provide herbicide for landowners to apply themselves. 

After the Carlton Fire, Okanogan CD also received funding from the National Fish & Wildlife 

Foundation to continue and expand the treatments. This has made it possible to assist hundreds of 

residents on thousands of acres of private land. 

These huge efforts have generally been successful in reducing 

the potential weed spread. For example, in the Harmony 

Heights area north of Brewster, Dalmatian toadflax flowers 

appeared just weeks after the Carlton fire. This hotspot of weed 

activity was treated with herbicide immediately following the 

fire (the yellow flowers made it very easy to spot). The 

following spring a biological control was released, and the 

overall density of toadflax plants in that area was drastically 

reduced. 

The fight to reduce the spread of weeds after the fires is tough.  

Scotch thistle in the Chiliwist Valley was worse two years after the fire than it was the first year, despite 

multiple treatments.  In other areas, weeds previously known only in specific locations have spread to 

new sites. Spurge flax has migrated from a small spot in the Limebelt, across the Okanogan river, and 

into the Tunk Valley. The Weed Office staff are keeping close tabs on this Class A noxious weed, and 

the Weed Office and Okanogan Conservation District continue to search for weeds and funding to treat 

them. 

For more information about weeds and treatment options, contact the Okanogan County Noxious 

Weed Control Board at 509-422-7165. For site-specific weed identification and treatment strategies for 

homeowners and farmers, contact the Okanogan Conservation District at 509- 422-0855.  

Scotch thistle in rosette stage 

Spurge flax 



 4 

 

Working for Wildlife...and You 
By Allisa Carlson, Wildlife Conservation Planner  

Okanogan Conservation District is a grant-funded organization, and 

one grant has been keeping me particularly busy! Working for Wildlife 

is an initiative of the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, uniting 

several partners to sustain working lands and wildlife habitat. The 

Conservation District’s role is to work with private landowners within 

the project area to develop conservation plans that benefit habitat for 3 

primary species: Sharp-tailed Grouse, Mule Deer, and Lynx.  

The project area spans from Republic to Conconully; including Tunk 

Valley, Pine Creek, the Limebelt, and Conconully areas. Mule Deer 

annually migrate from the valleys to higher elevations in the warmer 

seasons. The healthiest lynx population in the Lower 48 states is right 

here in the high country of the Okanogan. One of the state’s only 

populations of sharp-tailed grouse move within the grass and shrub 

lands of Tunk Valley and Scotch Creek, which are the heart of the project area.   

I came to the Okanogan in the spring of 2015, and hit the ground running. One August morning, on 

my way to a site visit in the Tunk Valley, I watched the sky darken and lightening crash into the 

surrounding ridgelines. This storm caused a number of fires which merged into the Okanogan 

Allisa Carlson 

Project area of the Working for Wildlife Initiative 
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Complex fires and burned through the entire 

project area. After the fire, I was immediately able 

to complete several site visits,  and make 

recommendations for post-fire landscape recovery.  

We have completed two wildlife conservation 

plans, and more are currently being developed 

throughout the project area. These landowners 

include ranchers, farmers, second homeowners, 

and folks who simply want to enjoy the natural 

wonders of the Okanogan from their front 

doorstep. They each care equally about the land, 

and my job  i s  to  he lp  them reach thei r 

conservation goals. Once a landowner has a 

conservation plan, we look for funding to 

implement their projects. Projects can include 

anything from water developments, cross fencing, 

forest treatments, bird boxes, and native plantings. 

Additionally, we are working with several 

landowners in Tunk Valley to install fence 

markers. Fence markers are small tabs (typically 

white) made from vinyl house siding, that hang on 

barbed wire fences so the grouse can see them 

more easily at dawn, when they are flying to their 

breeding grounds.   

My favorite part of living in this area is the 

juxtaposition of abundant wildlife with a thriving 

agricultural economy. There aren’t many parts of 

the country like the Okanogan, and I pride myself 

in working with landowners who steward their 

land for people and wildlife. I hope to continue the 

legacy of working in partnership with private 

landowners on wildlife conservation through the 

Working for Wildlife program. If you are located 

within Okanogan County and are interested in a 

free site visit and/or learning more about Working 

for Wildlife, please contact me at 509-422-0855 ext. 

111 and allisa@okanogancd.org.  

Working for Wildlife...and You 

Above: Tunk Valley 1 month after the 2015 fires. This area had 

been dominated by thick sagebrush. 

Below: Tunk Valley 9 months after the 2015 fires. Lupine, 

lomatium, phlox, and crested wheatgrass are returning. 

Tunk Valley is abundant with wildlife, including this moose we 

caught on a trail camera.  
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Okanogan County Native Plants for Wildlife 



 7 

 

Manager’s Note: Ecology Class Wins State! 

Earn rewards for  

water conservation?  

Yes, you can! 
If you live within the Okanogan 

Conservation District’s service area, you 

can sign up to earn rewards in our new 

water stewardship program. It’s easy, fun, 

and benefits all of us! 

By Craig Nelson 
 

Hard work and determination. High school students are often thought to not possess these 

characteristics in high quantity. Well, let me introduce you to Hailea, Jon, Hailey, Dylan, and Justin.  

These are four juniors and a senior at Okanogan High School, and students in Mrs. Ferguson’s Ecology 

of the Okanogan class that won the 2017 Washington State Envirothon. 

 

So what makes them determined, hardworking students?  I can tell you. Thanks to a great teacher with 

a vision, and local resource agencies including Okanogan CD, Colville Confederated Tribes, and many 

others, they had an opportunity to learn real-world natural resource science.  Yep, they were given an 

opportunity to go outside to learn. They and their classmates engaged in many great lessons of how to 

look at our natural world, evaluate what they are seeing, explore how different actions affect various 

resources, and how the management of those resources affect humans. 

 

Part of the Ecology class includes competing in the North Central Washington Regional Envirothon 

competition, which tests high school students on their knowledge and understanding of forestry, 

aquatics, wildlife, soils, and special focus topic (agricultural soil and water conservation practices this 

year).  The two teams from the Ecology class took first and second place at Regional,  earning the 1st 

place team the right to represent Okanogan County at the State event in May.  The State Envirothon 

hosted teams from much larger schools, including charter schools that specialize in science and math. 

That hard work and determination paid off with a win! They will be heading to the North American 

Envirothon being held in Maryland at the end of July, where they will compete with teams from the 

U.S., Canada, and for the first time ever, a team from China. 

 

Now they are preparing to meet at least once a week after school ends in June to prepare. That is hard 

work and determination! Please join us in wishing them the best of luck and a hearty congratulations 

for what they have already achieved. 
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1251 S. 2nd Avenue, Rm 102 

Okanogan, WA 98840 

    

  

 

 

Okanogan Conservation District 
www.okanogancd.org  

509-422-0855 
 

This newsletter is published by the Okanogan Conservation District with partial funding 

from Washington State Conservation Commission, Washington State Department of 

Ecology, and various other sources. 

Summer is the perfect time to plan a conservation project for your property! 

Contact us to discuss your natural resource concerns and to schedule a site visit 

to get started. We can help you with soil health, water quality, irrigation, 

wildlife, Firewise, and other issues for both residential and agricultural 

properties within the Okanogan Conservation District service area. 


